






































WETLANDS LOSSES IN THE UNITED STATES

TABLE 2

ORIGINAL WETLAND ACREAGE ESTIMATES

Comparison of Various Data Sets

Millions Percent

of Acres Difference

(this study)

Aquic suborder soils 211 -5
(hydric) Soil Taxonomy, 1975 165 (AK)

USDA Economic Research Service 217 -2
LSDA Economic Research Service, 1987 109 drained

(agricultural drainage plus remaining 104 remaining -4
wetlands) 213Total
This study (Table on Wetland Losses 221
in the United States ) 170 (AK)

* Figurcs arc for the conterminous 48 stares and do not include Aliska unless siawed.

CORRELATION WITH
OTHER DATA SETS

There appears to be close agreement between the
data tabulated in this report and other data from
sources that have been used to estimate original
or existing wetland acreage. The total wetland
acreage reported here for the 1980's is compara-
ble with the findings of Frayer et al, 2 given the sta-
tistical range of variability. (Frayer et al. estimated
99 million acres existed as of the mid-1970's in the
conterminous U.S. £6.4%). Because the tech-
niques for determining acreage totals for the vari-
ous estimates are very different, it is useful to
draw comparisons to other national data sets on
wetlands.

ESTIMATES OF ORIGINAL
WETLAND ACREAGE

Estimates of original wetland acreage have been
made by a variety of researchers and agencies
(refer to Table 2). There are four sources that

have produced viable acreage information that
can be used to approximate wetlands as they
existed at the time of settlement in the lower 48
states. In 1954, Roe and Ayres™ conducted an
analysis of land already drained and potential land
drainage needed to put the maximum area into
agricultural production. They estimated that an
area of 215 million acres or 24 percent of all
potential agricultural land in the lower 48 states
would require drainage for optimum crop pro-
duction. This figure has been used as an original
wetlands estimate in several national reports, 747576
Hydric soils data have also been used in some
instances to approximate wetland acreage. Hydric
soils are those soils described by the Soil Conser -
vation Service that are saturated, flooded, or
ponded long enough during the growing season
to develop anaerobic conditions in the upper
part. Under normal circumstances, these soils
support wetland vegetation and can be used as an
indicator of wetlands.” The National Technical
Committee for Hydric Soils has developed criteria
to identify hydric soil series and has produced a
list of soils within the United States that are
hydric. The publication Son Taxovomy™ lists soil
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FIGURE 5: EXTENT AND LOCATION OF ARTIFICIALLY DRAINED AGRICULTURAL
LAND IN THE UNITED STATES, 1985

(Conrtesy of U8 Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service.) Frayer et al. estimated that 87 percent
of the wetland losses lrom the mid-1950's 1o the mid-1970's were due to agacultural conversion. ™

acreage estimates for the United States. Because
soil characteristics change slowly, even following
drainage, summation of the soil acreages indica-
tive of wetland conditions should approximate
the wetland acreage that existed at the time of set-
tlement. Summing the acreage estimates of soils
with aquic suborders* results in a total for the
lower 48 states of 211 million acres. There are an
additional 165 million acres of soils with aquic
suborders in Alaska. (refer to Table 2)

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s
Economic Research Service™ has also estimated
original wetland acreages for the lower 48 states.
Their estimate was based upon land in drainage in
1950, plus the maximum of inventoried wetlands
based upon the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's
wetland trends study™ or the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s national resources inventory,s
whichever was greater. The estimated total of
original wetlands in the lower 48 states using this

1980 UNITED STATES TOTAL 107 483,000 ACRES

method was 217 million acres.

The final data set that is comparable on a
national basis was also produced by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research
Service. It details farm drainage trends in the
United States.®! Because a very high percentage
of wetland losses has been due to agricultural
conversion,™ these data may be used to approxi-
mate the percentage of wetland area lost to agri-
cultural drainage over time. By adding drainage
figures to estimated existing wetland acreage, this
method indicates that a total of 213 million acres
once existed in the conterminous 48 states. It is
interesting to note that three of the national data
sets hinge on estimates of agricultural drainage.
This is not unreasonable given that the vast major-
ity of wetland losses have been due to agricultural
conversion. Figure 5 illustrates the extent and
location of artificially drained agricultural land in
the United States.

*Aquic suborder soils, as defined by Soil Taxonomy, are those soils that have a reducing regime thar ts virtually free of dissolved oxygen because the soil is

saturated by ground water or by water of the capillary fnnge
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NATIONAL STATUS SUMMARY

he national decline in wetlands from the 1780’s to the

1980's is dramatic. Losses in particular regions of the coun-

try are even more startling. For example, the mid-western

farm belt states of Ilinois, Indiana, lowa, Michigan, Minnesota,

Ohio, and Wisconsin account for over 36 million acres of wet-

lands lost since the country was settled. This amounts to rough-

ly one third of all wetlands lost in the history of our Nation. Alaska

stands alone as the only state where wetland resources have not
been substantially reduced.

Incomplete baseline data on the wetlands in the Nation pre-
vent an accurate appraisal of the “health” of these remaining
resources, However, population growth and distribution and
agricultural development greatly affect land use patterns that
impact wetlands. As evidenced by the data presented in this
report, hundreds of thousands of acres have been drained annu-
ally, despite increased efforts to conserve wetlands through state
and Federal legislation.

Our Nation continually faces the challenge of identifving and
reconciling physical and environmental limits with the develop-
ment of its natural resources. To meet the demand for resource
development, the United States develops laws, regulations, and
policies to increase the benefits of development while attempting
to protect fish and wildlife, environmental quality, and socioe-
conomic resource values. The stimulus for development of such
protective measures is provided by insights regarding environ-
mental trends. While some trends are very subtle, these data on
the Nation's wetlands loss provide a clear indication that con-
tinued loss will jeopardize a valuable resource, Over a 200-year
timespan, wetland acreage has diminished to the point where
environmental and even socio-economic benefits (i.e., ground
water supply and water quality, shoreline erosion, floodwater
storage and trapping of sediments, and climatic changes) are now
seriously threatened.

10
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